W
hat is the place of mission in the theology of the New Testament? Is mis sion at the center of the New Testament's, indeed the entire Bible's, mes sage, as many missiologists claim? Is mission merely a marginal compo nent of the New Testament writings, as one is led to believe when sampling various New Testament theologies written in this century? In what follows, we will seek to locate the place of mission within the larger framework of New Testament theology. This will be done on the basis of surveys of both New Testament theologies and works on mission in the New Testament. But first a few preliminary remarks are in order.
that the cross-cultural aspect of Christian ministry is not a necessary part of mission. To be sure, mission may, and frequently will, involve the crossing of ethnic, cultural, or other boundaries (cf., e.g., Acts 1:8), but this is not an integral part of the New Testament concept of mission itself. Rather, mission in the New Testament usually centers around a person's (or group's) commissioning (e.g., ) to a particular task, in the present case focusing on the proclamation of the gospel, the message of God's gracious salvation and forgiveness of sins in Christ Jesus which is to be appropriated by faith. This soteriological focus rules out an understanding of mission that is conceived so broadly that the message of salvation in Christ is submerged under more general notions of "Christian service" or even lost altogether.
At the same time, the question arises whether it is unduly narrow to limit mission, in its New Testament usage, exclusively to direct verbal gospel proclamation. For there is some indication in certain books of the New Testament that other forms of Christian activity were considered to be part of the church's overall mission. In Peter's first epistle, for example, believers are frequently exhorted to respond to suffering in a godly, God-glorifying manner. To be sure, they are told always to be prepared to make a defense to everyone who asks them to give an account for the hope that is in them (1 Peter 3:15). But even where this is not possible, Christians' godly response to suffering, whether accompanied by verbal gospel proclamation or not, to give but one example, may properly be considered to constitute mission, albeit more broadly conceived. Thus it appears inappropriate to dichotomize between verbal gospel proclamation on the one hand and a broader notion of Christian service on the other. The question is rather one of primary focus, in the present case the verbal, intentional, purposeful proclamation of the gospel message. But this should not be pressed to the extent that other legitimate aspects of mission are excluded, especially if it can be shown that the New Testament itself includes these within the scope of its presentation of Christian outreach.
Second, determining the place of mission within the scope of New Testament theology also requires an understanding of the nature of New Testament theology. In the words of the eminent conservative German theologian Adolf Schlatter, it is "not the interpreter's own theology or that of his church and times that is examined but rather the theology expressed by the New Testament itself" (1997:18) . Thus New Testament theology, as a subset of biblical theology, is a task that is both historical and primarily descriptive. The historical dimension of New Testament theology brings into play our own presuppositions, convictions, and vested interests. As those engaged in mission or biblical studies, we inevitably approach the New Testament documents with our own understanding of the nature of mission and its place within the scope of the New Testament's theology as a whole. But as Schlatter (1997:18) reminds us, It is the historical objective that should govern our conceptual work exclusively and completely. ... We turn away decisively from ourselves and our time to what was found in the men through whom the church came into being. Our main interest should be the thought as it was conceived by them and the truth that was valid ^or them. ... This is the internal disposition upon which the success of the work depends, the commitment which must consistently be renewed as the work proceeds.
The descriptive nature of New Testament theology entails that we set aside for the time being our concern for the contemporary application of the biblical message. At the proper time, this will, of course, be very important, and, truth told, this is also what fuels our interest in the present subject in the first place. But unless we are willing to let the New Testament speak to us on its own terms, we only deceive ourselves. We will merely find in the pages of the Bible what we have already determined to find there on other grounds. If we thus domesticate Scripture, we deprive ourselves of an opportunity to be instructed by, and even transformed by, Scripture, and we rob Scripture of its authority and preeminence. Although no one can claim to be able to escape completely his or her own preconceived notions of a given subject (our "preunderstanding"), this must not keep us from trying, and as we make this effort, we can do so with the expectation that our own views (and subsequent practice) will be increasingly, albeit not perfectly, conformed to the counsel of Scripture itself. This is what has in recent hermeneutical debate been called the "hermeneutical circle" or "spiral," a dialectical process between the self and the text by which the interpreter, through repeated study of the biblical message, approaches ever more closely an accurate understanding of the text on its own terms. Without this confidence in our Spirit-aided ability to apprehend the teaching of Scripture, we would sink into utter despair, into a relativism where any knowledge of absolute truth is excluded, and into a kind of epistemological solipsism (the autonomy of self in the process of arriving at knowledge) where human existence is ultimately absurd.
Third, it should be recognized at the outset that one's very conception of mission in the New Testament is closely tied to one's view of the nature of Scripture. Two primary approaches can be identified, a religion-historical one and a salvation-historical one. In its purest form, a history-of-religions model utilizes a comparative religions approach that views Scripture from an essentially evolutionary vantage point. 1 The history of Israel, the life of Jesus, and the development of the early church are viewed in terms of the evolution of human religious consciousness. This approach is anthropocentric; it focuses on the development of humankind's understanding of God, leading to particular concepts of God, forms of worship, and moral codes. Mission, likewise, is understood within this framework: it is part of humanity's emerging beliefs concerning God, including the understanding that these convictions ought to be persuasively shared with others. Such a religion-historical approach finds in Scripture a progression, a dynamic, but one that is entirely rooted in human consciousness rather than in divine revelation. This history-of-religions model has devastating effects on one's view of Scripture (it is conceived entirely as a human witness to the emergence of religious consciousness in history); on the objective nature of divine redemptive acts, ultimately centering in Christ's substitutionary cross-death and resurrection (which are, in customary liberal fashion, viewed in merely mythological or existential terms); and on the deity of Christ (which is denied, with Jesus being viewed as merely a "Galilean peasant" or "Cynic sage" or the like), to name but a few of the most important implications. And where there is diversity in Scripture, no underlying unity may be found or should even be sought. For where there is no inspiring, revealing, redeeming God who intervenes in human history, there is no unity of purpose, but only diversity of human religious views.
For this reason the second approach, the salvation-historical one, is to be preferred. The term "salvation history" (German: Heilsgeschichte), of course, has been used in many different ways, not all of which are compatible with the view proposed in the present essay. A full-fledged critique far exceeds the scope of this presentation; we can only provide a brief description of a basic salvation-historical model that will be used in the remainder of this investigation. At the heart of a salvation-historical conception of Scripture is the notion of divine revelation. Salvation history is more than merely the evolution of human religious consciousness. It is rather the history of God's self-revelation in the form of both propositional self-disclosure (e.g., the Law) and redemptive acts (e.g., the Exodus). Scripture, according to this view, is not merely a human witness to the emergence of human religious consciousness, but rather the inspired record of God's revelation and redemptive acts in human history. This, too, involves progression and dynamism, but these are at the heart rooted in the sovereign plan of God rather than merely in human consciousness. There may still be diversity, as well as development, along salvation-historical lines and among different biblical writers, but there will also be an underlying unity and coherence to the counsel of Scripture, derived not from any human source but from the God who revealed himself, redeemed humanity, and inspired Scripture. This God is also the God of mission, the Lord of the harvest, the one who is carrying out his sovereign plan of redemption and mission in history to which the Scriptures testify.
We turn now to our discussion of the place of mission in New Testament theology. We shall first survey a selected portion of the relevant literature. In view of limitations of space, interaction will be focused on three significant contributions to New Testament theology: the New Testament theologies of Rudolf Bultmann, George Ladd, and N. T. Wright, and on two major works in the biblical theology of mission, written by Donald Senior and Carroll Stuhlmueller and David Bosch.
The Place of Mission in New Testament Theology
In this section I will interact with the New Testament theologies of several major theologians, followed by a discussion of the theologies of mission found in the work of several major authors.
New Testament Theology of Rudolf Bultmann
In his famous opening statement to his New Testament Theology, Bultmann contends that the message of Jesus is a presupposition for the theology of the New Testament rather than a part ofthat theology itself (1951:3). For Bultmann, the theology of the New Testament begins with the kerygma (preaching) of the early church and not before. Bultmann claims that the dominant concept of Jesus' message, in keeping with Jewish apocalyptic expectations, is the reign of God. This message concerning the kingdom of God, according to Bultmann, is central to Jesus' call to decision. Following Wrede, however, Bultmann adamantly denies that Jesus considered himself to be the Messiah. Jesus, he argues, was declared such only by the early church. This church, so Bultmann claims, presented itself as an eschatological sect within Judaism, distinguished from other sects by its belief in Jesus as Messiah and its conviction that the followers of Jesus constituted the eschatological messianic community.
Bultmann devotes an extended section of the first volume of his New Testament Theology to a discussion of the Gentile mission of the church (1951:65-92) . Among the topics he surveys are monotheism, God as Creator and Judge of the world, repentance, the Day of the Lord, Jesus' role as the eschatological judge, the resurrection from the dead and the resurrection of Jesus, the sacrificial death of Jesus, the forma- 
New Testament Theology of George Eldon Ladd
In his chapter on "The Messianic Mission," George Ladd describes Jesus' mission as the preparation of men and women for the future kingdom of God (Ladd 1993:181-192 In his critique of Bultmann, Wright points out that Bultmann sought to arrive at timeless theological truths by way of historical criticism and history-of-religions. Indeed, such a "timeless theology" is the real object of the historical quest. "Theology" thus becomes the "real thing" in terms of some aspects being "tuneless ly true" and others being "culturally conditioned." But, as Wright puts it, the problem is that "the skin does not peel away so clearly," so that "quite a lot of fruit has been thrown away, still sticking to the discarded skin" (1992:20). As Wright contends, "All of the New Testament is 'culturally conditioned': if that were to disqualify an idea or a theme from attaining 'relevance' to other periods or cultures, the New Testament as a whole is disqualified" (1992:20) . 4 Wright's assessment of the new literary criticism is equally devastating. According to Wright, it is nothing but "an attempt to accomplish, within postmodernity, what Bultmann's package failed to accomplish within modernity" (1992:25).
Wright's own alternative is a "creative synthesis" combining "the pre-modern emphasis on the text as in some sense authoritative, the modern emphasis on the text (and Christianity itself) as irreducibly integrated into history, and irreducibly involved with theology, and the post-modern emphasis on the reading of the text" (1992:26-27). The solution is not found by absolutizing any one of the elements of history, theology, and literature, but in a balanced approach in which each one of these aspects is given its proper due.
The Bultmann's history-of-religions treatment, on the other hand, in its isolation from salvation history, fails to supply a credible rationale for the early Christian mission. If Jesus' first followers, all Jews, recognized in Jesus Israel's Messiah, a Messiah the Jews expected to come in history, and if this is the Messiah they in fact proclaimed subsequent to Jesus' crucifixion, a mythological explanation is historically implausible.
Theology of Mission of Donald Senior and Carroll Stuhlmueller
As Contrary to Senior and Stuhlmueller, the centrifugal forces in Old Testament theology are primarily confined to the faithful remnant and are generally set in the framework of eschatology. Even Jesus operated within the parameters of Israel, ministering to Gentiles only when the initiative came from them. As the representative Israelite, Jesus took upon himself the curses pronounced for disobedience to the Deuteronomic covenant and suffered an exile of his own at the cross. As the true vine, he attracted new branches, the new messianic community replacing the old, with faith in Jesus as Messiah serving as its constitutive principle. The Gentile mission, in turn, belongs to the post-Pentecost age of the church, when believers, in fulfillment of the Great Commission, go and disciple the nations in a way neither Israel nor Jesus had done.
This entails an element of mystery, an unexpected turn of events: while the nations in Old Testament expectation were to be drawn to Israel and join Israel in its worship of God, the New Testament church actively goes and seeks out converts to the Christian faith (Beale 1997) . In my view, it is therefore mistaken to level, in the interest of continuity between the Testaments, the missionary modalities in the Old and New Testaments by accentuating alleged centrifugal forces in the mission of Israel and by having Jesus embark already on a Gentile mission of his own. The discontinuity must rather be allowed to stand, giving, as it were, a striking testimony to the way in which the sovereign God consistently confounds human expectations and accomplishes God's plan of salvation in ways controlled by and known only to him until the time comes.
Still, I concur with Senior and Stuhlmueller that mission is a central motif in both Old and New Testament theology. Also laudable is their attention to different emphases in the various writings of the New Testament. As they correctly point out, direct proclamation is but one, albeit the most significant, means of evangelization in the early church (1983:333). Other, complementary modes of mission include exemplary suffering or "good citizenship" (1983:336-337) .
Theology of Mission of David J. Bosch
"Christianity is missionary by its own nature, or it denies its raison d'être? David Bosch states at the very outset of his magisterial volume Transforming Mission (Bosch 1991:9) . In his first chapter, entitled "Reflections on the New Testament as a Missionary Document," he maintains, alluding to the title of Senior and Stuhlmueller's work, that he is not interested in investigating the "Biblical Foundations for Mission" (1991:15) . Rather, he contends that the "New Testament witnesses to a fundamental shift when compared with the Old Testament" (1991:15). According to Bosch, the advent of Jesus led to the first and cardinal paradigm shift in the history of missions. Consequently, the writer views the New Testament as a "missionary document" (1991:15, reiterated 54), contending that mission was at the heart of the early church's theologizing. First-century theologians, such as the apostle Paul, were no ivory-tower theologians. Rather, Paul was compelled to theologize in the context of his missionary encounter with the world. As Martin Kahler remarks, mission is "the mother of theology" (Kahler 1971 :190, cited in Bosch 1991 .
Thus, Bosch devotes only five pages of his almost six-hundred-page work to the Old Testament. For " [t] here is, in the Old Testament, no indication of the believers of the old covenant being sent by God to cross geographical, religious, and social fron- John thus proves to be a theologian who is also an apologete, an evangelist, and an expert in contextualizing the Christian message in the world of his day. And if the above reconstruction is correct, mission is not merely at die fringes of John's Gospel but rather the impetus for John's writing of his Gospel, providing the organizing principle for his presentation of Jesus' person and work. This is but one example of the crucial significance of the theme of mission in the writings of the New Testament, a fact that has yet to impact New Testament scholarship in a way that New Testament theologies and works on the theology of individual New Testament books reflect this reality.
Conclusion
As we determine the place of mission in New Testament theology, the following observations should be kept in mind.
1. A tracing of mission in the entire Bible requires flexibility concerning the definition of mission. We must allow the scriptural record itself to spell out dynamics and developments pertaining to mission over the course of salvation history rather than impose a particular abstract or modern definition of mission on the Bible. Otherwise, legitimate aspects of Scripture will inevitably be excluded and the remaining material streamlined according to the interpreter's respective definition of mission. What makes things even more difficult is that mission is an abstract term that as such is not even found in Scripture itself. This has led many to advocate a semantic field approach to the study of mission in the Bible, but even there limitations remain. On the other hand, while caution in one's understanding of mission is crucial, care must be taken not to define mission so broadly as to include everything under the heading "mission"; this would render any further investigation meaningless.
2. A salvation-historical approach to Scripture is imperative for an accurate understanding of the Bible's own teaching on mission. The writers of the Old Testament looked forward to God's future acts on behalf of his people, including the sending of a Messiah and the eschatological kingdom. The writers of the New Testament interpreted God's recent or present intervention in terms of Old Testament paradigms, such as the Abrahamic blessing, the Exodus, the giving of the Law, the exile, or the restoration of a faithful remnant. A history-of-religions approach or an approach that focuses merely on the various theologies of mission contributed by individual biblical writers without understanding the underlying thematic unity along salvation-historical lines is therefore inadequate.
3. Care must be taken not to compromise the Bible's own story line by imposing on Scripture an artificial uniformity concerning mission. 9 Those who believe that mission is the central motif of Scripture could easily tend to find mission even where it is not Moreover, they may represent Scripture's teaching on mission in a way that stresses a certain kind of uniformity in which the continuity of mission over salvation history is stressed, even where this may not be borne out by the biblical record Two examples may be given first, the question of whether Israel was called to an active outreach among the surrounding nations m the same way the disciples were enjoined in the great commission, and second, the issue of whether Jesus limited his earthly ministry to Israel or whether he embarked on a Gentile mission as well This is not the place to answer either question We may simply warn against a misguided zeal that, in an effort to demonstrate the crucial importance of mission in the entire Bible, reads one's presuppositions regarding continuity into the text even where discontinuity may be found This fear is, I submit, m any case unwarranted In other words, even if Israel was not called to go and reach out to its neighbors (but rather was to showcase by godly living what life under God is like), and even if Jesus did not embark on a Gentile mission (but left this to the post-Pentecost church), mission would still be a major scriptural motif For what would have changed in that case would not be God's heart for the world, but merely God's progressive mode of operation, his way of realizing his plan of salvation in successive stages This, of course, relates to the question of theological systems Dispensationahsts may feel more comfortable with the possible system I have just outlined, covenant theologians may tend to see a greater degree of continuity between Israel and the church, and between the missions of Jesus and his disciples Thus we have come full circle as I urged m my opening comments, if we do not want our exegesis merely to become a validation of our already predetermined views, we must be open for our larger theological system to be challenged by our study of a biblical theme such as mission This is easier said than done, but I believe it is possible May God give us the grace to apprehend ever more closely God's plan of the ages, for us personally, and for those who still need us to tell them that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father Notes 1 In the following discussion, we do not suggest that it is unhelpful to locate Judaism or Christianity withm the larger religious landscape of their day Our critique rather refers to a history-of-rehgions approach denying the revelatory nature of Scripture with the salvation-historical dimension that entails 2 See also Bultmann's interaction with the work of Adolf Schlatter (1955 II248-251) in which Bultmann faults Schlatter for failing to distinguish between the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith and for interpreting Jesus against the backdrop of Old Testament Jewish tradition rather than Hellenistic syncretism 3 This contention has been decisively countered in recent years by Pryor (1992) 4 Wnght also has serious problems with the biblical theology school of the 1950s and 1960s (cf, esp G E Wnght [1962] ) In this model, the New Testament is given authority not because it witnesses to timeless truth, but because it testifies to the mighty acts of God in history, especially in the life of Jesus The text is revelatory, and thus authoritative, to the extent that it bears witness to the "real thing " that is, particular salvation-historical events 5 See especially "2 Praxis" in Ν Τ Wnght (1992 359-365) 6 Besides mission, Wright also names sacrament and worship (1992 362) 7. Whether John's Prologue was indeed written with conscious reference to a passage in the Jewish intertestamental work of Sirach 24:1-28, as Wright contends, is another question.
8. See also my forthcoming entry on "Mission" in the New Dictionary of Biblical Theology.
9. On the importance of the Bible's own story line in the current post-modern climate, see especially Carson (1996) .
